The study of Islam in Eritrea-the faith of approximately half of the country's population-is still in its infancy. Similar to other fields of scholarly inquiry regarding Eritrea, research on the history of Islam in the region has become more feasible only since the early 1990s as the newly independent state became accessible to researchers, both locally-based and foreign. It is therefore pressing that new written sources and specific case studies on Eritrea's Muslim societies and institutions see the light of day in order to add new layers to our understanding of the development of Islam in Eritrea and its role in Eritrean history.
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Both from a spatial and political perspective, the Eritrean region may be perceived as an historical meeting point of several "frontiers" situated between the Red Sea and the facing Arabian Peninsula, the Sudanese Nile valley, and the northern Ethiopian highlands over which it partly extends.
2 Accordingly, the history of Islam in the area has been markedly shaped by political, economic, migratory and religious developments in all these spheres and by their impact on the region and its inhabitants. In a very real sense Eritrea's heterogeneous Muslim societies reflect this kaleidoscopic historical configuration: they belong to different ethnic groups; speak a variety of Semitic, Cushitic and Nilo-Saharan languages; practice various modes of production, and are socially and politically organized in diverse ways. More importantly, for our purposes, Muslim societies in Eritrea have adopted Islam in distinctive periods and in different ways, and have appropriated Muslim beliefs and practices in varying modes and intensities. For example, from one specific perspective, the historical layering of these influences is quite neatly exemplified by the regional distribution of the madh¸hib (sing. madhhab, Islamic sity Press, 2000 Press, , pp. 227-250 (2000 . See also R. S. O'Fahey, "Sudanese (and some other) sources for Eritrean history," Sudanic Africa, 12, 2001, pp. 131-142. 2 From the fourteenth century, dominant highland Abyssinian polities-in their historically variegated forms-designated parts of the Eritrean region (but usually including Tigray province, in today's Ethiopia) as the lands of the Bahr Nagash ("ruler of the sea"). After the decline and disappearance of the Bahr Nagash in the eighteenth century, the Mareb Mellash ([the land] across the Mareb [river]) was the term that designated the northern Tigrinya-speaking areas of the Abyssinian kingdom. This term is practically, if not precisely, equated in the literature with the territory that would become 'Eritrea' in 1890.
